WESSEX TALES

fields showed themselves as pools of water, which had
settled there from the higher levels, and had not yet
found time to soak away. The birds began to get
lively, and a single thrush came just before sunset
each evening, and sang hopefully on the large elm-
tree which stood nearest to Mrs. Newberry's house.
Cold blasts and brittle earth had given place to an
oozing dampness more unpleasant in itself than frost;
but it suggested coming spring, and its unpleasantness
was of a bearable kind.

Stockdale had been going to bring about a practical
understanding with Lizzy at least half a dozen times ;
but, what with the mystery of her apparent absence
on the night of the neighbour's call, and her curious
way of lying in bed at unaccountable times, he felt a
check within him whenever he wanted to speak out.
Thus they still lived on as indefinitely affianced lovers,
each of whom hardly acknowledged the other's claim
to the name of chosen one. Stockdale persuaded him-
self that his hesitation was owing to the postponement
of the ordained minister's arrival, and the consequent
delay in his own departure, which did away with all
necessity for haste in his courtship ; but perhaps it
was only that his discretion was reasserting itself, and
telling him that he had better get clearer ideas of
Lizzy before arranging for the grand contract of his
life with her. She, on her part, always seemed ready
to be urged further on that question than he had
hitherto attempted to go ; but she was none the less
independent, and to a degree which would have kept
from flagging the passion of a far more mutable man.

On the evening of the first of March he went
casually into his bedroom about dusk, and noticed
lying on a chair a greatcoat, hat, and breeches.
Having no recollection of leaving any dailies of his
own in that spot, he went and examined them as well
as he could in the twilight, and found that they did
not belong to him. Me paused for a. moment to
consider how they might have got there. He was
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